IDYLLS   OF   THE   QUEEN

telegraph.   The first articulate request from Khartoum was
for the nomination of a notorious slave-trader (who was to
be made K.C.M.G. for the occasion) as his successor.   It
was a dramatic coup in the spirit of his own performances in
China and would provide an alternative to Mahdist govern-
ment in the Sudan.   But the Cabinet was unconvinced,
feeling that " Zebir would not be regarded by public opinion
in this country as qualified for such an office " ; and there
was not the slightest doubt that the appointment would
have roused opposition far beyond the pious circles normally
controlled by Exeter Hall.   The Queen was highly indignant,
instructing her Secretary to telegraph that the decisive
factor should be " the good and permanent tranquillity of
Egypt . . . and not public opinion HERE which is fickle and
changeable/'  Her indignation rose, as she warned ministers
that " the Queen will hold the Government responsible for
any sort of misfortune which will happen/' though she
admitted candidly that " British troops cannot be sent"
(favouring an Indian contingent).   But she continued to
insist that the Prime Minister had told her " Gordon must
be trusted and supported and yet what he asked for repeat-
edly nearly five weeks ago has been refused.   If not only for
humanity's sake, for the honour of the Government and the
nation he must not be abandoned."   There was no question
of abandoning him in March, 1884, with the road wide open
from Khartoum to Cairo.   But as the spring went by and
Gordon apparently declined to use it, they drifted into an
unhappy argument upon the theme of expeditions, which
were palpably superfluous for the relief of Khartoum (since
it was not yet besieged), but were designed by his resource-
ful mind for " smashing up " the Mahdi.   Lord Hartington
insisted doggedly that " General Gordon certainly when he
left England distinctly understood that no British troops
would be employed in relieving him or the garrisons and was
confident of his ability to accomplish his task without such
assistance/*   That was unchallengeable, so long as he con-
fined his task to the comparatively humble mission of evacu-